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That is surely an allusion to the Garden of Eden, and to the
Apple—little' Sir Hugh is tempted by Antichrist and is
punished—an allusion which greatly widens the ballad's range
of meaning. (It is comparable to the more coherent allusion
to Paradise in Man-ell's "Garden".) But there is not much use
of Christian mythology in the ballads, and where the allusion
is to pagan folk mythology the literal meaning is harder to
pick up. This mythology can be only imperfectly reconstructed
by studying comparative folklore (some of its features are
summarized in Chapter VI), but some symbols that refer to
it can be partly understood There is a moving stanza of this
kind in "TanTLin" (39 A, 5):
She had na pu'd a double rose,
A rose but only twa,
Till up then started young Tam Lin,
Says, Lady, thou's pu nae mae.
Here is a folklore motif, of the tabu against plucking flowers;
when the girl breaks the tabu, she summons a fairy lover.
But we can perhaps also recognize the rose as an erotic symbol:
an ancient use, dating at least from the thirteenth-century
Roman de la Rose and found throughout mediaeval poetry
and folksong. The stanza is moving because of the concealed
use of the symbol, as in Blake's wonderful lyric, "0 Rose
thou art sick". In "The Wife of Usher's Well" (79 A, 5, 6)
there is another striking image which has a symbolic effect:
It fell about the Martinmass,
When nights are lang and mirk,
The carlin wife's three sons came hame,
And their hats were o the birk.
It neither grew in syke nor ditch,
Nor yet in ony sheugh;
But at the gates of Paradise,
That birk grew fair eneugh.
From folklore we can learn that the birch was a sacred tree
and must at one time have had an aura of magic for the ballad-

